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CONTEXT  
Employment as a means of combating 
poverty 
 
Employment is an important means of escaping 
poverty. However, the reality is that even with a job, 
many people remain in a precarious situation and the 
ranks of the working poor continue to swell. 

 

For the Comité, employment is a right, like the right to 
health or education. The job must be decent and clearly 
regulated by labour laws ensuring the protection of 
workers; it must also offer social protection measures 
such as group insurance and guarantee the right to 
collective representation. 

In order to enable the effective exercise of this right, the 
labour market should fulfill certain requirements 
concerning the quantity, variety and quality of jobs, a 
decent salary, a sufficient number of hours, and stability 
envisioned on a long-term basis. It is important for 
available jobs to correspond to the qualifications of the 
unemployed or for the latter to be able to acquire such 
qualifications. 

Moreover, employment cannot be considered the only 
solution to the problems of those excluded from the 
labour market. 

Three principles are at the root of the Comité’s 
reflections and recommendations: 

• Recognition of the contribution of one and all. 
• The importance of public policies. 
• The necessity for all individuals and families to 

have a decent income. 
 

This first advisory opinion concerning the challenges to 
be met so that employment can enable an escape from 
poverty examines the situation of the working poor. Two 
other advisory opinions will follow, one focusing on 
improving employment assistance and the other, on 
recognizing citizen participation. 
 
ÉTAT DE SITUATION 

AN UPDATE 
The working poor 
 
In Québec, most people living in poverty are 
infrequent participants in the labour market or are 
completely excluded from it. Nevertheless, over the 
last few decades, a downward trend in overall poverty 
has been observed, coupled with an increase in 
poverty among working people. 

 

 
Although only 7% of the workforce receives the 
minimum wage, a great many workers receive an 
income that barely exceeds it. In 2009, over 900,000 
people, i.e. slightly over 25% of all working people, 
earned $12 per hour. 

Various measures have been put in place to improve the 
situation, including an annual increase in the minimum 
wage and the introduction of work premiums. On the 
other hand, not enough employment services are 
accessible to working people. In the same vein, workers 
without stable employment and low-income workers do 
not receive sufficient support to keep them on the labour 
market and help them get ahead. 
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CASUALISATION OF EMPLOYMENT 

Over the last years, job insecurity has become 
widespread: four out of every ten people find themselves 
in an insecure situation, whether as part-time, temporary 
or self-employed workers or employees of temporary 
employment agencies. 

Between 1997 and 2011, temporary employment 
increased by about 47%, part-time employment by 34%, 
and self-employment by nearly 30%. During the same 
period, permanent employment increased by a little 
under 25%, and full-time employment by a little over 
23%. 

The proliferation of temporary employment agencies is 
in itself a phenomenon reflecting this trend toward less 
stable employment. Between 2001 and 2009, the 
operating revenues of these agencies rose from 
$801,000,000 to $1.2 billion, an increase of over 40%. 
People hired by these agencies and working for their 
clients cannot, generally speaking, expect to receive the 
same treatment as other wage-earners working for the 
same clients. Included among the discrepancies are 
wage disparities, an absence of fringe benefits, a lack of 
unionization, and a high prevalence of employment 
injuries. 

This widespread job insecurity has led to an increasing 
vulnerability among many workers, who can no longer 
count on a stable income to cope with the ever-
increasing cost of living. 

Moreover, it would seem that Canada has one of the 
most flexible labour markets among all industrialized 
nations as regards regulatory control governing recourse 
to various forms of employment. Québec is, by all 
accounts, more flexible still, for instance presenting 
fewer constraints in cases of collective dismissals, 
especially with respect to severance pay. 

In fact, the problem does not reside with non-standard 
work as such. There are a number of people who do 
such work by choice; moreover, some contractual 
employment is very well remunerated, for instance in the 
service sector. The problem instead lies in the lack of 
protection of those doing such work. 

TRAINING 

A low level of education is the first obstacle to joining, 
remaining part of, and moving ahead in the labour 
market. Training therefore constitutes a basic issue in 
the area of employment. It is at the heart of an effective 

exercise of the right to work and is a key element of the 
anti-poverty struggle. 

Ongoing training enables people to adapt to labour 
market changes by increasing their skills. It is crucial 
both for company productivity and for job retention 
among workers. Generally speaking, on the other hand, 
workers with few qualifications, as well as those with 
unstable jobs or working in small businesses, have less 
access to on-the-job training. 

WOMEN AND EMPLOYMENT 

Women make up half of the population, and within each 
of society’s component groups, they face specific 
situations that are frequently characterized by greater 
insecurity. 

Poverty and insecurity often have a female face. Most of 
those earning $12 per hour or less are women, and a 
greater percentage of women (40.7%) than men (35.7%) 
do non-standard work. 

Another problem resides in the fact that women are still 
clustered in a relatively restricted number of professions: 
75% of female workers are concentrated in ten 
professions and over 80% of women undergoing 
occupational training are registered in only four sectors: 
administration, commerce and data processing; food 
sector and tourism; health care; and beauty care. 

Since women still shoulder most family and child-care 
responsibilities, the difficulties of balancing family life 
and work also remain greater for them, increasing in 
proportion to their level of job insecurity. Such insecurity 
makes planning a return to school equally difficult. 

Another key factor regarding women’s participation in 
the labour market and the anti-poverty struggle is, 
without a doubt, access to quality child-care services. 

SPECIAL NEEDS AND SITUATIONS  

Large sectors of the population are struggling to secure 
a place in the labour market. It is more difficult for these 
people to find work that corresponds to their aspirations 
and enables them to make the most of their 
qualifications and earn a decent living. 

More specifically, we are referring here to Native 
Peoples, immigrants, people with disabilities, young 
people, and older workers. 
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 Native Peoples 
Specific problem areas with respect to Native Peoples 
include under-schooling, a very high level of 
unemployment in a number of communities, an annual 
income below that of Québecers as a whole, 
discrimination as regards hiring, etc. In 2010, the 
unemployment rate among Native Peoples (14.3%) was 
double the rate (7.9%) for the rest of the population. 

The sometimes insecure socio-economic conditions in 
certain communities may be explained in large part by 
the specific legislative environment that prevails. 
Difficulties at the level of economic development make 
creating meaningful employment, i.e. skilled and well 
paid work, an arduous task. 

For their part, native women generally hold lower level 
jobs and are less likely to find work than other women or 
native men. Large-scale projects in northern Québec, 
specifically in the electricity and mining sectors, rarely 
benefit native women as much as they do native men. 

 Immigrants 
A great deal remains to be done to improve the 
integration of new immigrants into the labour market. In 
2011, the unemployment rate in Québec for people born 
in Canada was 7.8%, whereas it reached 12.8% for 
immigrants. It should be noted that the unemployment 
rate declines as length of residency increases. 

Moreover, the economic slowdown in recent years has 
had a greater impact on immigrants than on people born 
in Canada, although this deterioration has been less 
pronounced in Québec than in Ontario or British 
Columbia. 

Certain groups within the immigrant population are more 
disadvantaged still, especially visible minorities, North 
Africans and women, i.e. a large percentage of the 
immigrant population. In 2005, in Montréal, the poverty 
rate was 29% for the population as a whole and 46% for 
racialized minorities. 

Many factors may explain the difficulties experienced by 
new immigrants as regards joining and progressing in 
the labour market, especially the non-recognition of 
foreign diplomas. 

Deskilling is also a major issue. In many cases, new 
immigrants must initially make do with work for which 
they are over qualified in order to make ends meet. The 
problem stems from the fact that a full-time worker has 
very little time to train or look for another job; thus a 
situation that was meant to be temporary can last much 

longer than expected. Moreover, people with work no 
longer have access to employment assistance 
measures, even if their job is in no way commensurate 
with their skills. It is also important to point out that the 
deskilling rate for immigrant women is higher than for 
men.  

A specific reality of immigrants arises from recourse to 
temporary workers selected abroad, which occurs 
increasingly often, both as regards skilled and lower-
skilled work, for instance in the areas of paving, 
landscaping, manufacturing, etc. 

These workers are usually contracted for two years. Due 
to single-employer work-permit restrictions, they lose 
their status if their job does not work out, and they may 
then find themselves in a very difficult situation, 
especially if their contract stipulated that the employer 
would pay for a return ticket to their home country. Non-
specialized professions represent the area where 
abuses are most likely to occur. 

Participation in the labour market is predicated upon 
integration into the host society, which in turn requires 
providing support with respect to language learning, 
understanding of cultural codes, etc. 

It should be pointed out that immigrants make a 
significant contribution to the socio-economic 
development of Québec, with 87.6% of immigrants 15 to 
64 years of age holding down a job. What remains to be 
developed and established are ways to ensure that this 
contribution, which is so positive for Québec, is 
commensurate with their hopes and qualifications.  

 People with disabilities 
People with disabilities represent one of the most 
disadvantaged segments of the workforce as regards 
training and employment. Their employment rates and 
incomes are lower, and they are often less educated. 
They are also confronted with various forms of 
discrimination. 

A number of obstacles crop up to block the way for 
people with disabilities wishing to join or remain in the 
labour market. In the first place, we should mention 
ignorance and prejudice on the part of employers, other 
workers, and stakeholders alike, as well as a lower than 
average level of education. 

“Exclusion due to disability is now generally considered 
to be the result of a failure by society and employers to 
accommodate different levels of ability through the 
provision of appropriate supports and accommodations 
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and elimination of discrimination, rather than a medical 
condition of individuals…. 
 
While many of these barriers exist in the community, 
lack of access to and supports in the workplace are 
increasingly recognized as a key aspect of exclusion 
and marginalization of many persons with disabilities.… 
The goal should be to facilitate inclusion into the job 
market consistent with people’s desires and abilities.”1

 
 Even more than their male counterparts, women with 
disabilities experience important difficulties in joining the 
labour market. Only a third of women with disabilities 15 
to 64 years of age held a job in 2006, half the number of 
their female counterparts without disabilities. 

In addition, they are often low wage earners: in 2005 
half of all women with disabilities reported personal 
income below $15,000 per year, compared to 39.7% of 
women without disabilities and 38.8% of men with 
disabilities. 
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 Young people 
Historically, the unemployment rate for young people 15 
to 24 years of age has been higher than for any other 
age group. In 2011, this rate was 13.4%, compared to 
7.8% for the working population as a whole. The 
difference stems in large part from higher unemployment 
rates among young people with a low level of education. 

For a significant number of young people, non-standard 
work is often the only avenue open to them. In the same 
vein, since they are generally new to the labour market, 
they do not enjoy the same protections as older workers 
and have no negotiating power. It is therefore easier for 
companies to force them to accept inferior working 
conditions in the name of performance. 

Moreover, whenever companies lay off workers, the last 
in, very often the youngest, are also the first to be let go. 

Lastly, although there is a higher drop-out rate among 
boys, the future is bleaker for girls who drop out of 
school. The jobs available to them are more poorly paid, 
and it is therefore more difficult for them to make ends 
meet without an education. 

 Older workers 
Older workers who lose their jobs often run into 
important obstacles when attempting to rejoin the labour 
market, and they tend to remain unemployed for a 
longer period of time. Moreover, in many cases, only 

 
1  Canadian Labour Congress, Toward Inclusion of People 

with Disabilities in the Workplace, December 2008, p. 1. 

unstable, part-time and poorly paid work is available to 
them. This insecurity will continue to have negative 
repercussions with respect to their retirement income. 

Early departure from the labour market is, in many 
cases, the consequence of massive layoffs, 
restructurings, or company closings in certain sectors of 
activity in which aging workers are typically clustered, 
sometimes up to twice the number observed in other 
sectors. 

Moreover, besides the fact that employers do not invest 
enough in workforce training, they also tend to offer 
training mainly to young people, thus making the 
situation of older workers in the labour market that much 
more insecure. 

 
 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 
Shoring up security 
 
Job insecurity undermines people’s quality of life and 
has negative consequences for the economy as a 
whole. 

 
The skills of a large percentage of workers are at risk of 
becoming obsolete given the reluctance of employers to 
provide training for an insecure workforce. 

It should be added that the social costs of job insecurity 
are very high. An increasing number of workers have to 
resort to employment insurance, sometimes even social 
assistance, for recurring and more extended periods of 
time. As such, businesses transfer the consequences of 
their management choices to social programs supported 
by the population as a whole. 
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Recommendations 
 

 
The measures proposed in this advisory opinion will 
benefit those people who find themselves in a 
situation of poverty and insecurity even though they 
have a job. The Comité has also formulated specific 
recommendations related to sectors of the population 
with special needs or difficulties.  

We should point out that in order for these 
recommendations to have a positive impact, a 
comprehensive, well-knit plan must be drawn up, in 
other words an employment policy that can be 
gradually put in place. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SPECIFIC GROUPS 

The Comité recommends that the government 
 For Native Peoples 

 Continue and accelerate the work of the 
Comité consultatif des Premières Nations et 
des Inuits relatif au marché du travail, with an 
eye to drawing up policies, strategies, 
measures and services that foster a better 
integration of Native Peoples into the labour 
market and the reaching of job parity. 

 Quickly implement the other measures 
unveiled in the 2010-2015 Government Action 
Plan for Solidarity and Social Inclusion. 

 For immigrants 
 Step up efforts to provide new immigrants with 

access to jobs corresponding to their level of 
qualification. 

 Provide support for employers who hire, retain 
and promote immigrant workers. 

 Ensure that foreign workers hired in 
accordance with federal programs are 
informed of their rights (employment standards 
in Québec) and that all foreign workers, 
regardless of their status, are protected by 
these standards. 

 For people with disabilities 
 Raise awareness among employers so that 

they will put in place accommodation 
measures enabling people with disabilities to 
join and remain in the labour market. 

 Encourage a relaxing of measures in order to 
adapt them to the various needs of people with 
disabilities. 

 Take steps to ensure that ongoing training 
programs are adapted and accessible for 
people with disabilities. 

 Avoid the impoverishing of people with 
disabilities by offsetting the additional costs 
linked to their limitations through refundable tax 
credits. 

 Improve services in the areas of home support, 
social support and adapted transportation.  

 Enable greater access to affordable and 
accessible housing and technical assistance. 

 For young people 
 Put in place study-work balance mechanisms 

to help young workers obtain a diploma. 

 For older workers 
 Increase awareness among employers so as 

to encourage the hiring and retention of people 
45 years of age and older. 

 Provide better access to learning opportunities 
and ensure that training and knowledge 
updating are the focus of made-to-measure 
programs. 

 Pay special attention to older workers in 
sectors where there is a high risk of layoffs or 
offshoring so as to prepare their transition to 
another job. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ALL IMPOVERISHED WORKERS 

The Comité consultatif recommends that the 
government 

 In the area of public policies 
 Carry out a taxation review with the goal of 

creating a more equitable tax system. 

 Improve the Québec Pension Plan, especially 
by increasing the level of income replacement 
provided by the plan, expanding the pool of 
people able to contribute to it, and granting 
pension credits to individuals who temporarily 
withdraw from the labour market in order to 
take care of a family member or loved one. 
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 Develop a family-work balance policy that 
provides for child care and care for a family 
member or loved one with decreasing 
independence. 

 Encourage innovation and investment in areas 
offering high-quality jobs. 

 In the area of safeguarding the career paths 
 Create a fringe-benefits bank for the working 

poor and persons doing non-standard work, in 
particular including participation in a 
supplemental pension plan in addition to the 
public plan and in group insurance. The bank 
would not be linked to any specific company or 
business. Employees, employers and the 
government could all be called upon to 
contribute to it. 

 In the area of labour legislation 
 Determine a minimum or decent wage that 

enables individuals to escape poverty, and 
then continue to increase it through annual 
indexation. 

 Update labour legislation, in the spirit of the 
Bernier report,2 by 
o making labour law protection more 

accessible to all categories of workers; 
o eliminating disparities of treatment based 

on employment status; 
o regulating the practices of temporary-

workforce hiring agencies; 
o providing a more solid social safety net for 

self-employed workers; 
o reducing the insecurity linked to non-

standard work by establishing various 
means of preventing employers from 
bypassing labour legislation; and 

o limiting the exclusions of certain 
categories of workers. 

 Harmonize the definitions of wage earner and 
worker included in the various laws governing 
work. 

 Regulate the right to recourse with respect to 
sub-contracting so as to protect jobs. 

 
2   Jean BERNIER, Guylaine VALLÉE and Carol JOBIN, Les 

besoins de protection sociale des personnes en situation de 
travail non traditionnelle, final report, commissioned by the 
Ministère du Travail, 2003. 

 In the area of ongoing training that is lasting 
and recognized 
 Continue to improve mechanisms for 

recognizing the experience and skills of under-
qualified workers. 

 Step up efforts to combat dropping out of 
school and to encourage a return to school on 
the part of young people through a targeting of 
disadvantaged communities. 

 Assess the feasibility of establishing an 
individual training account program. 

 In the area of creating more responsible 
employers 
 Provide more support for ongoing training for 

workers and encourage employers to become 
more involved in such training processes, while 
including persons who do non-standard work. 

 Raise awareness among employers who are 
not subject to the 1% law concerning the 
importance of providing training for their 
workforce, and facilitate access to structured 
training. 

 In the area of unionization 
 Facilitate an exercise of the right to unionize. 
 Review the notions of institution and employer 

as outlined in the Labour Code in order to 
adapt them to the current economic and 
technological context. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

 
Over the last years, the quality of jobs in Québec has 
improved for part of the working population, especially 
for people with more schooling. However this 
progress has been less pronounced for under-
educated workers and for women.  

It is, moreover, clear that the labour market has been 
significantly transformed, including through the creation 
of a greater space for non-standard systems of work, 
thus increasing employment instability for an important 
segment of the working population.  

The fact that four out of ten workers hold non-standard 
jobs suggests that time must be taken to better 
understand the situation and the living and working 
conditions of these workers, as well as to offer them a 
more secure future so that they might avoid 
impoverishment and exclusion from the labour market. 

A number of mechanisms can be used in the struggle 
against job insecurity, including effective public policies, 

a greater accountability on the part of employers, access 
to ongoing training that is lasting and recognized, more 
comprehensive labour legislation, and better access to 
unionization. It is crucial for such mechanisms to be 
maintained and reinforced. 

The recommendations contained in this advisory opinion 
may be implemented on a gradual basis. What matters 
most is for all stakeholders, led by government, to 
establish measurable targets and objectives and to start 
working as quickly as possible so people get the 
message that their situation is being taken seriously and 
that they can hope to see an improvement in their lot. It 
goes without saying that the Comité is ready to 
contribute to the reflection process that should lead to a 
work plan for the years ahead. 

On February 8, 2013, the Premier of Québec, along with 
the Minister of Employment and Social Solidarity and 
Minister of Labour, released the Tous pour l’emploi : une 
impulsion nouvelle avec les partenaires strategy, which 
puts forward an array of measures designed to provide 
better support for integration and job retention among 
certain population groups that are underrepresented on 
the labour market and to prioritize workforce training and 
skills development. The Comité is happy with this turn of 
events. 

In conclusion, it should be recalled that this advisory 
opinion is part of a broader set of initiatives undertaken 
by the Comité, representing only one of three 
dimensions concerning which the Comité intends to 
submit proposals with the goal of ensuring that the 
challenges associated with its primary objective are met, 
i.e. for employment to enable an escape from poverty. 

With less poverty, all of us stand to gain 
immeasurably... 
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L’emploi pour lutter contre la pauvreté :
les défis à relever
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Pour assurer le droit à un travail décent :
améliorer la qualité des emplois
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